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Maxwell lived for eight years after his acceptance of the
Cavendish chair. Besides the creation of the Laboratory,
he devoted much time to the pious work of editing The
Electrical Researches of the Honourable Henry Cavendish.
Some have regretted that he gave so much time to this
work, but it is clear that breadth of culture was an essential
part of his genius and historical studies were necessary for
its nourishment. "Some distributions of energy we know
are more useful than others." After so many examples of
prescience it is permissible to suppose that Maxwell knew
what was best for the future of science.
During his later years Maxwell became less reserved
from the public. He was the president of the mathematics
and physics section of the British Association in 1870, and
delivered an address on the relation of Mathematics and
Physics. It contains the well-known passage on that
"hidden and dimmer region where Thought weds Fact,
where the mental operation of the mathematician and the
physical action of the molecules are seen in their true
relation. Does not the way to it pass through the
very den of the metaphysician, strewed with the remains
of former explorers and abhorred by every man of
science?"
His Discourse on Molecules at the Bradford meeting in
1873 contained some clear statements disconcerting to those
who accepted superficial theories of evolution. He said
that "no theory of evolution can be formed to account for
the similarity of molecules, for evolution necessarily implies
continuous change, and the molecule is incapable of growth
or decay, of generation or destruction," The modern
writer would substitute the constancy of the electronic
charge for that of the molecule. He continues: "the exact
quality of each molecule to all molecules of the same kind
gives it, as Sir John Herschel has well said, the essential
character of a manufactured article, and precludes the idea
of its being eternal and self-existent. . . . We have reached
the utmost limits of our thinking faculties when we have
admitted that because matter cannot be eternal and self-
existent it must have been created."